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The presentation will look at the pragmatic inferential abilities of monolingual and bilingual ageing 

older adults. It will also seek to explore the role(s) played by the working memory (i.e. Executive 

Functions (EF) namely, inhibition, set shifting and updating) in understanding non-literal language.  

There seems to be contradictory findings in terms of ageing older adults’ processing of non-literal 

language. While some have found a decline in comprehension of non-literal language by ageing adults 

(Nippold & Uhden, 1997; Uekermann, Thoma and Daum, 2008), others have found no such decline 

(Ulatowska, Chapman, Highley & Prince, 1998; Newsome & Glucksberg, 2002). Hence, it is hoped 

that the data presented would contribute towards understanding the language abilities of ageing adults, 

both monolinguals and bilinguals. The presentation will try to answer the following questions: 1) Are 

bilingual ageing adults’ abilities to deduce the meaning of non-literal/ figurative language different 

from monolingual ageing adults?; 2) What role(s) does working memory play in understanding non-

literal/figurative language?; and 3) Is there an age effect on comprehension of nonliteral/figurative 

language? To answer these questions, ageing older adults were/are being tested on an audio-visual 

language task where 50 target non-literal/literal phrases (nonconventional indirect requests, 

conventional metaphors, nonconventional metaphors, conversational implicatures and literal 

utterances) are presented at the end of 50 situational contexts, and six EF tasks (Simon Task, Stroop 

Arrow, N-back, Digit Memory, Colour-Shape Task and Plus-Minus Task). In addition, the bilingual 

ageing older adults (recruited and tested in Singapore) had to complete two versions of the language 

task (one in English, one in Tamil). A group of young English monolingual adults (tested) and a group 

of young English-Tamil bilingual adults (yet to be recruited and tested) will provide the normative 

data. Exploratory data analysis seems to indicate that the comprehension of non-literal language by 

bilingual ageing adults is influenced by the type of non-literal language. With the completion of the 

data collection and analysis, it hoped that a clearer picture of the effect the knowledge of more than 

one language has on the inferential abilities of ageing older adults would emerge. Likewise, it is 



hoped that a clearer link between inferring non-literal meaning and executive functions, if there is 

one, can be established. 

  


